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    A year or so ago I was having lunch with good friends and catching up on all the news. Aware of putting my best foot forward, I was telling them how I had been learning more and more to become my own person. One of the men interrupted with, "You mean your own woman, don't you?" 1 was taken aback, embarrassed. I don't remember much about the rest of the lunch except that I never finished it. What haunted me was this man's distinction between being a person and being a woman. Why should a reference to my being a woman so unnerve me?

    That conversation marked a turning point. All my adult life as a single woman I had perceived myself to be a rather strong, independent go-getter. Rarely asking help with anything, I was committed not to bother people, not to be in anyone's debt. If some thing broke, I either fixed it myself or paid someone else to do it. I changed my own oil, fixed my own flat tires, handled the closing on my first home and dug my own hole when I wanted to plant a tree. I was always in charge. Most often, I was the one to say, "Don't worry, we'll take my car," or "I've got money, so I'll pick up the food." To allow anyone to inconvenience himself for me seemed the height of presumption.

    Unlike many of my single female acquaintances, I was not focused on, "Poor me, I am alone." I was not living life on hold, waiting for the man of my dreams to come along so I could really live. It was just God and me—that was enough. I felt quite loved by him. In fact, I often testified that God's purpose for my being single was to create an example to single Christian women that God alone is sufficient and that there is fulfillment in life without marriage. I was out accomplishing and ministering and enjoying life and God's blessings. I took in orphaned and troubled teenagers, founded a Christian counseling center, and was well known in the Christian community as a godly and caring woman. If you had known me, you would have said, "She's a very competent type, she can handle things, she's tough, she's aggressive, she has abilities." What you would not have said was, "She's kind, she's soft, she's considerate, she's involved deeply with others, she's willing to be loved and to love." '

The Needing Recognized: Facing the Pain

    A few years ago a subtle deterioration  began to set in, which, in my normal fashion, I ignored. The zeal to produce for God began to wane, and a sense of boredom and meaninglessness crept into my normally enjoyable  solitude and productivity. I started to resent friends and acquaintances, seeing them as parasites. I became alarmed at the surfacing bitterness. I felt like a wasted piece of flesh, powerless to stop people from helping them selves to large chunks of me. The desire to avoid people increased. Their needing me had become overwhelming. I functioned more and more like a robot, serving mechanically, enduring the dullness. I was not living life; I was simply passing through it.

    Finally, pushed to a corner, I did something out of character: I asked my friends for help. Their honest feedback, given over the next several months, left me with a growing embarrassment. I hated talking about myself, even with my closest friends. They told me they perceived my care taking as also being controlling, and that devastated me; care taking had been my one real solace. But eventually I had to agree that giving had been safer for me than receiving, and I had chosen to surround myself with lots of needy people because it was less threatening than exposing my own need for compassion. This revelation was sufficiently embarrassing, but when my friends sought to balance their criticism with comfort to assure me of their acceptance, I became aware of an even deeper sense of humiliation. Their comforting presupposed I had needs. To be known had been bad enough; to be known as needy shamed me.

    I could no longer take my struggles lightly. To this point my search for help lad lacked coherence. Now in desperation I sought counseling from a fellow Christian professional.

    Soon, my true condition loomed into clearer focus. Beneath the surface of a well-crafted exterior lay unacknowledged and unattended longings. But I had spent a lifetime denying those longings, because I had believed I did not deserve to have them met. In the core of my soul was the conviction that something in me was deeply reprehensible. No one would ever say to me, "I want you," or would enjoy being with me. Consequently, it was less painful to deny the reality of the hunger inside me than to acknowledge it and have no one touch it. It hurt too much to admit a hunger for what I believed was unavailable. And so I sealed myself off from intimate relation ships with people to the point that I needed no one. I had never had a relationship with anybody whose absence left a significant void; I never really missed anybody. Something in side me had shriveled. Rather than face the shame of needing, I had simply taken my longings for relationship and shredded them. In their place I had put a determination to use the abilities God had given me to make my impact on this world by living my life as a competent woman.2  I had become like Orual in C. S. Lewis's Till We Have Faces. Determined never to hurt again, she closed herself down. In referring to herself, Orual says, "I locked Orual up or laid her asleep as best I could some where deep down inside me; she lay curled there. It was like being with child, but reversed; the thing I carried in me grew slowly smaller and less alive." 3

    The more I experienced the exposing of my needs in the presence of my male counselor/friend, the more I got in touch with the horror: being a needy little girl is ugly. Vulnerability is repulsive. One ought to keep her neediness private as she would a heinous sin. Weakness is despicable, demeaning, death. I spent many sessions with my eyes downcast. Madeline L'Engle in her novel, A Severed Wasp, aptly describes my agony in her depiction of Katherine, a young and budding pianist, as she relates to her teacher:

    She lived from one lesson to the next, hardly aware that she was lonely.... [One day Justin spoke,] "Katherine, there's some thing about your playing which puzzles me.... Your technique is remarkable for someone your age, clear and brilliant and sure. And I believe in technique—don't mistake me. But you appear afraid to let any thing come through yours, and this puzzles me. There's deep emotion in you; I sense that, though you certainly don't show it. Not even in your playing."

    She sat at the keyboard, nodding slowly. "You're right.... Maybe I haven't got over that boarding school."

    "It's more than the school. You were badly hurt at that abominable place, but . . . I think that you have been hurt now as a woman, and that you're afraid to allow yourself to be vulnerable, for fear of being hurt again."

    How did he know? But tangled with self-consciousness, she said, "That's an awful impression to give. Everybody gets hurt. I'm no exception. Anyhow, being hurt isn't bad if you use it the right way."

    "If you know that, why have you pulled such a tight little shell around you?"

    "I didn't know that I had. I didn't know it seemed that way. And I don't know why it should, right now, because I'm terribly happy...."

    His stern eyes became gentle. "Are you happy, little one?"

    "Can't you tell?"

    "You make it difficult for people to tell anything about you."

    "I don't mean to."

    "You shy away from people so. You seem afraid. For instance, I know that you haven't been well this week.... But if I were to come over to you and put my arms around you and tell you I was sorry you feel poorly, you would stiffen up like a little ram rod...."

    She looked down at the piano keys and felt the blood mounting to her face....

    There was a sudden silence between them. He took a step toward her, then stopped. She waited, but he didn't approach her. Instead, he said, "Play the Franck and put something of yourself in it."

    She started to play, trying to forget everything except what she wanted to tell him and could only tell him through music. She blundered a couple of times but it seemed unimportant and she continued.

    Justin said softly, "That's all I wanted to know."

    Her heart began to beat violently. Her hands were cold.

    He continued, "You can do it, Katherine. You're an artist. I knew there was something in you to be said, but I was beginning to wonder if you were going to be able to express it.... You're all right."

    "I'm glad," Katherine whispered, but she was filled with shame.4

Like Katherine, I had begun to experience the shame of exposing my naked and needy heart, and it was almost too much to bear.

The Needing Shamed: Understanding the Roots

    As I explored further, I began to realize that my shame in needing had its roots in my childhood. I thought I had worked through my conflicts with my parents years earlier and had reached appropriate resolution. But that so-called resolution had not scratched the surface of why I had chosen to protect myself from intimacy by pretending I had no needs. Now that I was experiencing the "hunger pangs" I had denied for so long, my memories of childhood took on an entirely new depth of pain. The stage had been set before my birth. My mother was a passionate and desperate woman—hungry for what had always eluded her. She was disillusioned at "the excuse for a man" to whom she was married. She spent most of her energy on the attack; my father, on the other hand, involved himself with staying out of her way and licking his wounds when he failed to do so. I was the classic "unwanted pregnancy," as documented in a letter written by my mother, expressing her disappointment that her birth control efforts had failed. 

    During my infancy, she left me for long periods alone in my crib (for which she later expressed considerable guilt). As a young child, I was vulnerable and open. In fact, my mother even described me as affectionate, a little girl who loved to give good-night kisses. But my openness did not last. My mother insisted on having total domination, and she left no room for my being a separate person. My time and my feelings were constantly invaded. I was not allowed to say "no" to anything. For example, throughout my childhood (and even into adolescence) I would try to fix up my room by hanging something on the wall or putting a stuffed animal on my bed or taking the plastic doilies off the dresser top (I hated plastic doilies). Every time, the picture would come down, the stuffed animal would be moved and the plastic doilies would reappear on the dresser.

    For years, I fought her verbally with sharp, well-chosen, cruel words; and her fury would escalate into physical violence—beating me or pulling me around the house by my hair. I cannot remember a time in my childhood when I did not hate my mother, but my guilt and self-contempt weighed heavy on my soul. Eventually, I achieved my independence by ripping myself from her, but I always believed I was bad. Somehow it was my fault that the emotional leave-taking was so brutal.

    Now the picture is more focused. My mother did more than ignore and fight with me; she undermined my womanliness. When my femininity showed, she evidenced disdain or embarrassed me. When I felt pretty, she made me feel ugly. If I brought a boy friend to the house, she shamed me in his presence or flirted with him. There was that certain "hate look" that made me feel stripped and ashamed of being sexual at all. When all the competition for power was over, I had achieved independence from her, but I had also lost my femininity. I gave up being a woman so I could identify with her and thus still keep a piece of her, not losing her totally. Finally, we had something in common: our armor matched. When my mother died in 1979, I wept deeply because I could not miss her.

    I had thought as a young child that my father was my ally. He was the good guy. I felt great pain for how mother "stripped his manhood," and I hated her all the more for it. But I was wrong about his having been on my side. Not only did he refuse to protect me from my mother's domination and rage, but he coached me in how to protect him from her. By confiding his misery to me, he increased my burden to take care of him, too. He not only allowed her to strip me down, but he used what was left of me for himself. He constantly displayed his wounds and never asked about mine. He never treated me like a little girl with needs who craved instruction and guidance. He offered me no strength.

    I never dared face my needs or pain because there was no one strong enough to handle what was inside me. I was on my own. More than that, I was on call. My father looked to me to meet his adult needs. By coming to me for comfort, he appealed to the deepest part of the woman in me. He said in effect, "You have the power to make me happy; your mother can't." He invested more energy in his relationship with me than with my mother. I was the intimate source of power in his life; I became his surrogate wife. Realizing his betrayal of me has been devastating.

    My mother took the skin off my soul. My father dropped salt in it.

    Now I see that at some unconscious level I had desexualized myself. My only possible route to closeness was to enjoy my father's inappropriate seduction. Therefore, while the contempt for him remained buried, the contempt for myself grew. I glumly accepted the wifely duties, but I squelched any sense of inner aliveness in order to ward off the self-contempt. Now I understand that disdainful look from my mother, the look that shamed me, that made me want to cover up, the look that resulted in my feeling something was deeply wrong with my being sexual, womanly, alive. A mother who cannot trust her husband would necessarily fear her own daughter's budding sexuality. I had become the source of my own mother's jealousy. Not only was being passionate or sexual ugly and unsafe, it was wrong.

   The effect was deadening. To enjoy any man at any level was to experience further self-contempt. Thus, I was not free to enjoy other men; I was not free to grow up into mature womanhood. I pulled back and hid cowering behind my self-contempt, covering my femininity with shame. I had gone from the shame of needing to shaming my needing.

The Needing Avoided: Exposing the Self-Protection

    Having made a deliberate choice at an early age to close my parents out of my heart, I had determined never again to give them the satisfaction of my needing them. I had decided never to ask them for anything. From that day on, I would not let them into my world. To fend off the pain I simply quit feeling the hurt and took control of my unsafe and chaotic world. However, in that self-protection I had to close down all of me—my feminine feelings, my receptivity, my creativity, my spontaneity and my very life. I became emotionally alienated from myself.5 The resolve to isolate from my parents was so deep that when I left home for college, I had only twenty-six dollars in my purse. My parents did not know until years later; I had told them I had everything under control. The stage was set: my armor was secure. In my foolishness, I thought I was safe.

    The hardening armor of that child hood self-protection had a far-reaching impact on me as an adult woman. I was not only afraid of being needy; I was actually terrified of being vulnerably attracted to a man. I saw myself as an absolutely detestable woman whom no person, let alone a man, would really want to have. To get in touch or identify with the little girl in me, to be vulnerable and open to saying to a man, "I need you," would be a sign of weakness. To experience my sexuality embarrassed me. I was ashamed to be a woman—to be alive. My competence covered up the shame of my femininity I related to men in the context of power and control, but seldom in the context of vulnerability. Like Orual, "my aim was to build up more and more that strength, hard and joyless . . . by learning, fighting and laboring, to drive all the woman out of me."6 

    Another early strategy of self protection was a determination not to take risks: "I spent my adolescence turning inward to hide—to retreat from too much visibility, to ward off exposure."7  I literally spent many of my junior high school lunch periods hiding in a bathroom stall. It felt safe there. It was too terrifying to sit down at a lunch table and begin making friends, or even risking letting them see that I was alone.

    By far my most powerful tool for avoiding pain was my own self contempt. For example, I saw to it that I took the blame for everything. For years I had prided myself on my for giving attitude, not realizing that my

version of forgiveness, though it contained elements of genuineness, had its roots in self-blame and self-contempt. I insisted on seeing myself as worse than all who had hurt me, because then I would feel neither anger nor pain. Believing I had nothing to offer in relationships gave me justification for never moving toward anyone. Had I taken but part of the blame when relationships failed, I would have been free to invite the one who harmed me to deal with his defaming of me. But the possibility of anyone's truly dealing with his offense against me was poor. More likely he would have said, "Before I'd work that hard, I'd drop the relation ship. You're not worth it." That degree of rejection I would not risk.

    This began the demise of my passion for God. For the first time, I began to see that to refuse to be vulnerable, to refuse to be needy, to refuse to allow a man to see into one's heart with all its ugliness is to refuse a dependence and intimacy with God. My refusal to be dependent was actually defiance of God. Again, like Orual, my strength lay in my hiding8  and not in the Lord God. As Isaiah says, "Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help,/Who rely on horses,/Who trust in . . . the great strength of their horsemen,/But do not look to the Holy One of Israel, or seek help from the Lord" (31:1). All those years of hiding behind the mask of the professional counselor were a mere going down to Egypt. I did not have to trust God fully to deal with my longings for intimacy; I took care of them myself by choosing not to be hungry.

    My commitment to relieve my deep pain through my own efforts was, then, a direct refusal to experience deeper dependence on God. As Larry Crabb points out,

When the top priority of our life becomes, "I will not hurt now," we must understand at that point that we are not pursuing God.... Any effort to relieve that necessary ache leads us away from God.... Self-protection and loving others are absolutely incompatible. When my purpose in a relationship is to keep myself from looking bad, from feeling bad, from hurting, from being embarrassed, from having my disappointment re-accentuated—then my purpose is to protect myself, and I'm not there for the other person.9

I could no longer be comfortable regarding my strategies as "understandable" defenses. I now understood that to refuse to be vulnerable is to refuse to receive love, which in turn is a refusal to give love. In the pursuit of my self protection, there were some significant people I had failed to love.

The Needing Embraced: Living Out the Repentance

    I will never forget the day that I took a significant risk, exposing what I perceived to be my less desirable side to a male friend and then allowing him to comfort me. Afterwards, these were his words: "You've allowed me to touch you very deeply; that feels wonderful. You have kept yourself from me—almost professionally distant. You're giving me the opportunity to have a whole lot more of a relationship with you than just a professional one." Could it be that letting him touch me was a way of loving him?

    I recently went to breakfast with two gentlemen whom I admired but did not know well. I was so afraid of not appearing competent that I took control of the whole time. I arrived with a list of questions I wanted to discuss, filled up all the silences with chatter, and for the most part was aware only of how I was presenting myself. Obsessed with my insecurity and self protection, I ultimately lost the opportunity to enjoy them because I was afraid to let them enjoy me. It was not until afterwards that I realized how unloving my behavior had been. Not only had I cut myself off from ministering to them, but I had also refused to let them minister to me. My "competence" in that situation had blocked the way to real loving. I had a lot of repenting to do.

    Repentance for me meant relinquishing control, entering the realm of the little child: ' . . . whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven" (Matt 18:4). Linda Leonard exhorts the armored woman to "value the openness to what cannot be controlled." 1-' She must face pain, accept confusion and the not knowing, embracing the despair of weakness. She must come to see that control gives a false sense of strength. 11 To experience the shame and humiliation of this new lack of control, she will feel at first like "a weak and ineffective fool who doesn't know how to do things." 12

    Leonard suggests that the woman who yields control can be likened to the "dummling" figure in fairy tales. The dummling is usually the youngest in the family, put down by the older siblings. He seldom speaks in his own defense and is willing to wait silently. Knowing he cannot accomplish an impossible task, he simply sits and weeps, unashamed of being weak and vulnerable. He is good at waiting, expecting help will come from some where. The animals are his friends; they share with him, and all of them help each other. Perhaps what characterizes him most is his childlike receptivity. He does not seem to need to control. He is able to be receptive to the unknown and to trust, because "he is not afraid of appearing foolish."13  For me, repentance  meant identifying with and embracing that dummling figure. 

To be vulnerable, to embrace the little  girl, to be sometimes helpless and weak, confused, awkward, needy, overwhelmed—this is part of what it is to be alive. What had always seemed like death to me was really where life was to be found, terrifying though it may be. If I never go into the hinterland of terror, I will stay confident; but I will never know life. If I do enter that terror, I will be so afraid, I will have to be broken and dependent on God. What I cannot handle will keep me dependent. Jesus said, " . . . whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but who ever loses his life for me will save it" (Luke 9:24).

    I had always stood on the periphery of relationships and had taken what I could get without asking. Repentance now meant presuming and indebting, giving invitations, especially to men, to move into my world. Although real invitation was terrifying, a new sense of aliveness pervaded my soul as I began to choose to open the door to relationships. I had constantly to repent of my fury against and con tempt for myself as I exposed my need and presumed others would want to move toward me.

    The beginning of my repentance had to do with feeling the pain of what my soul longed for but did not have. As I stayed with the pain, acknowledging my long-denied craving for a gentle mother and a father who would move toward me in strength, I thought I would die with the agony of that longing. As I began to allow myself to be comforted, I became more tender toward myself, which was to repent of my self-contempt. My tears began to soften and lessen that contemptuous sneer I had borne toward myself for so long.

    But then my repentance over my own self-protective contempt began to move toward repentance over my failure to love others. My self-contempt had served to keep my focus on me and my insecurities. I was rarely free to focus on the needs of others except in the vein of hiding behind the "helper role." I began to ache to love better.
    I began to notice that when others didn't come through for me, my response was different: I was not taking it so personally. I began to enjoy giving others the freedom to be inadequate, which left me even freer to enjoy tasting what good there is in this fallen world. I sensed a new awareness of moving toward others for their sake instead of moving away for my sake. Before, I had given for myself; now I was beginning to give of myself.

    Until recently, I had never experienced tears for my mother. It happened, in fact, as I was attempting to describe her for this article. As I was typing the words "she was a desperate and passionate woman," I began to weep. For the first time in my life I felt empathy welling up inside me for her pain. She was like me—angry, hungry, stubborn, lonely, and needy. I let myself long to have her back; I let myself need her. Gradually, the focus of my grieving turned from my loss to her loss. I had deeply wronged my mother. She was not just the mother who had failed me; she was a hurting, frustrated woman whom I had failed to love. I had refused to give her the second chance that might have come had I but deigned to want something from her. Over the years, I had gloated in the guilt she expressed concerning my childhood. I had rubbed her face in her sin. I had cheated her of the possibility of the joy of being restored to me, let alone that of tasting God's forgiveness. I had experienced no concern for her soul! My grieving was and is bitter and deep.

    If my mother were alive, I would let her know how hungry I am to have a relationship, but I would allow her the freedom to refuse it. Yes, I would ask her why she made it so hard for me to ask, but now in repentance I would say for the first time what I had vowed never to say: "Mom, I need you." I would offer her friendship. Even if she failed me again, I would hope to give her the gift of being understood, moving toward her to let her taste the joy of being forgiven. I would be sad for her, but I would no longer make her pay. I would make it my business to listen for the little girl in her who needs.

    Some day, I hope to tell a similar story about my relationship with my father.

    It seems that my ability to love deepens in proportion to my grief over not loving. In a recent conversation with a mentor-friend, I was attempting to shed light on a subject to which he had already given much thought. When I finished, he gently pointed out that I had not let him teach me. Instead of wallowing in self-contempt, I grieved over my failure to be teachable and vulnerable. However, it was not until later that I saw that my focus was still on how I failed him rather than on the fact that I failed him. I had not allowed him to feel the joy of helping or teaching me. I had not let him be a man to me. There is a difference between grieving over my sin and grieving over his missing out on receiving love.

    A recent letter from a friend reflects some of the results of my new freedom to love:

    I wanted to thank you for our conversation the other night; it meant a lot to me. Though we have been friends for many years, I have never felt as loved and valued by you as I did last Friday Let me tell you why.

    To begin with, I want to acknowledge that you were right in confronting me. It is true that I had been jealous of your opportunity to be published, and that I had indeed handled my jealousy by not rejoicing with you and by choosing not to involve myself in the important details of your life. Your confrontation of me was disgustingly appropriate. As we talked about my lousy loving, two things in particular struck me as amazing. First, I was surprised by how non-defensive I felt as you spoke the truth to me in love. Never have I experienced a more gentle rebuke. My initial guardedness when you first broached the subject melted away as you quietly told me about the pain that my insensitivity had caused you. What you awakened in me was a genuine sorrow for my sin and a surge of affection toward you. I'm not sure exactly how or why, but I felt deeply loved. Your gentle spirit touched me as no harsh words ever could have.

    But my non-defensiveness wasn’t the only surprise. I was also stunned by the realization that my presence or absence in your life really mattered to you. I don't know how much of my shock was rooted in my own sense of being a person of little impact and how much was rooted in your former projection of yourself as untouchable. But the truth is I used to feel that you could make it quite nicely in life without me. I always felt unnecessary to you, though I was keenly aware of my own need for your friendship. When you told me the other night that you missed my involvement in your life—in fact, that you were hurt by the loss—I heard you saying that you cared about me, that I mattered to you. It was a priceless gift you offered, this needing of me.

Could there be anything more full of wonder than risking the terror of loving another? 

    The other day in a conversation with a man, I found myself actually giggling. I am giving myself permission to feel awkward, to not know what to say, to not run away from embarrassment. Thus, I have more energy to invest in loving people. Recently, after making a truly stupid comment to someone I wanted to impress, instead of kicking myself, I laughed. I see others enjoying being loved without the baggage of my self-focus.

    Professionally, I am beginning to enjoy struggling along with my clients rather than insisting on having answers. I can see that they are more at ease and encouraged as well as taking more responsibility for themselves. My love for them is more healthy. Moreover, it is becoming easier to relate to my clients socially now that the distance has lessened between my professional self and who I really am. Living out my repentance is happening in increments.

    I am thoroughly enjoying taking the advice of my counselor and dear friend who encouraged me

to pursue relationships with passion, far beyond that category of "embarrassed"—so far beyond that it looks like embarrassment was a first stop on a 55-stop train trip— with a sense of aliveness [such] that it puts that embarrassment into a dim memory. You’ll find that the further you go, you will have a far more pervasive taste of what it really means to be a woman—to be alive— enjoying what it means to have a kind of impact that you know you can have—not on the basis of helping but on the basis of asking and receiving, and in fact, giving through your receiving. So feast! You have the right to ask for anything you want. Invite me into the depths of your soul instead of just offering me a quick tour. Invite me to see what's really inside of you.14

    In the final analysis, I have discovered that playing it safe is too dangerous. My self-protection had come in handy when I was a child, but I had paid a high price. I had taken control, kept the world out, denied my need for anyone, become my own strength. I had pushed away my very life, sacrificing the woman in me. Even my relationship with God had been a mask to hide behind; instead of using the strength of that relationship to move toward others, I had used it to avoid risking intimacy altogether. My "dependency" on God was in fact defiance of him. I had made my junior high scenario a theme, staying in the stall to stay in control, and that control had defaced my femininity. I had refused to be receptive, refused to be soft, refused to be vulnerable.

    Somehow, what is unique to being a woman is not only needing, but acknowledging her deep, God-given longing for a man. It is the painful vulnerability of longing that makes a woman a woman. A woman who is relaxed in her neediness exudes child likeness, invitation and womanliness. The willingness to need has something to do with the core of what being a woman is. Therefore, I choose to need. I choose to allow others to know who I am. I laugh at my self-contempt, accept the pain, defy the shame, and move toward intimacy. "As I lay down my weapons, my fears and my armor, I begin to experience life." 15 And as an alive woman rather than a fearful automaton,  I am much more aware of what it means to love those around me.
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